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PROLOGUE


               If I am obliged to retire from this line, either by a flank movement of the enemy or the want of supplies, great injury will befall us.


               —ROBERT E. LEE TO JEFFERSON DAVIS1


Monday, May 2, 1864 Clark’s Mountain, Virginia


BELOW THE MOUNTAINTOP where Robert E. Lee and his eleven lieutenants were gathered, the Rapidan River flowed peacefully eastward toward its union with the Rappahannock. Across the water to the north, it was all activity in the sprawling Union army encampment. The camp extended several miles north to Culpeper, where General Ulysses Grant had made his headquarters, and which coincidentally also happened to be the birthplace of A. P. Hill, one of the generals on Clark’s Mountain. Through his spyglass, Lee studied the vast city of canvas tents, wooden huts, smoky fires, horses and wagons, and men under arms. “I think those people over there are going to make a move soon,” he told his generals.2


The warm, sunny weather had made their ride up the 1,100-foot dome-shaped mountain almost seem like a lark, but there was nothing lighthearted about the business at hand: the beginning of the war’s fourth campaigning season. The men in the pewter-gray uniforms with the gold-starred collars knew there would be few occasions in the coming months for outings such as this, unspoiled by gunfire.


Early spring’s bright-green foliage rioted among the undulating hills below. To the east, a tangled snarl of vegetation crowded the Rapidan’s southern shore. Concealed by a dense canopy of second-growth trees, vines, and matted undergrowth, the forbidding region known as the Wilderness encompassed fifteen square miles of low ridges, hollows, sluggish streams, and swamps. Exactly a year ago, Lee had fought Joe Hooker’s army there and had driven the Yankees back over the river, although at a terrible price—the loss of General Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson. Six months later, George Meade led the Army of the Potomac over the river again, but withdrew when Lee’s army burrowed into impregnable defensive positions at Mine Run.


Lee directed his generals’ attention to the opaque-green jungle, and to two river fords six miles apart, Ely’s and Germanna. Through their field glasses, the officers studied the crossings. Lee told them that Grant would soon cross the Rapidan at one or both of those places.


Lee had a knack for placing himself in his adversaries’ boots, but it was just one of the ways that he anticipated their moves. A lifelong student of warfare, Lee had spent weeks studying the terrain and the proclivities of his new opponent, Grant.


Since March, when Grant was named general-in-chief of all Union armies, Lee had known that he would ready the Army of the Potomac’s three corps, nominally under Meade’s command, for a major offensive. “Every train brings it [the Union army] recruits, and it is stated that every available regiment at the North is added to it,” Lee had told Jefferson Davis, the Confederacy’s president and de facto war secretary, on March 30. General Ambrose Burnside, Lee wrote, was at Annapolis with yet another Union corps. On April 9, he informed Davis that the fact “that additions have been made to General Meade’s army is shown by an increase of tents,” and a week later he urged Davis to quickly send rations, supplies, and forage, as well as more cavalry and artillery. “If I am obliged to retire from this line, either by a flank movement of the enemy or the want of supplies, great injury will befall us,” Lee warned. On April 18, Lee sent the army’s surplus baggage to the rear in anticipation of action.3


Two days before the expedition to Clark’s Mountain, Lee’s skill in seeing things through an adversary’s eyes produced a remarkably accurate set of predictions that he shared with Davis. In addition to the Army of the Potomac’s campaign, Lee told Davis, “there will no doubt be a strong demonstration made north and south of the James River, which [General Pierre G. T.] Beauregard will be able successfully to resist. I judge also, from present indications, that [General William] Averell and [General Franz] Sigel will move against the Virginia and Tennessee Railroad or Staunton.” For the James River campaign, Lee predicted that the Union would draw troops from the Southeastern coast.4


Here on the Rapidan, Lee and his generals agreed that the bustle in the enemy camps indicated that the long-anticipated offensive was nearly at hand. But would the blow strike the Rebel right, prefatory to a drive south to Richmond, or land on its left, the preamble to a march to the railroad junction at Gordonsville, followed by a descent on Richmond from the west? Lee and his generals didn’t have the answer; they must wait for Grant to act.


But if Grant elected to march through the close confines of the Wilderness in order to maneuver around the Confederate right, the notoriously aggressive Lee intended to hit him quickly with everything that he had—and send the Yankees reeling back over the Rapidan.


In the meantime, it was understood that Hill’s Third Corps would remain at Orange Court House; Richard Ewell’s Second Corps, near Mine Run; and James Longstreet’s First Corps, near Gordonsville, in case Grant tried to march around Lee’s left flank. Lee was unwilling to presume that Grant would maneuver to the Confederate right when guessing wrong would be so disastrous for the Confederacy.


Lee asked Sergeant B. L. Wynn, who was in charge of the Clark’s Mountain signal station, whether he was in the habit of posting a night guard. When Wynn replied that he was not, Lee told him, “Well, you must put one on.” Lee ordered his lieutenants to distribute three days’ rations to their troops and await developments.5


The Army of Northern Virginia’s top generals swung into their saddles and began the ride down Clark’s Mountain. Death, battle wounds, illness, and captivity would thin their numbers before May ended. None would return to Clark’s Mountain during the war.


NEARLY 200,000 HEAVILY armed soldiers and miles of supply trains and artillery batteries were converging on northern Virginia’s blighted countryside, where thousands of men had already fought and died.


But during this May and June, the carnage would surpass anything seen during the war’s previous three years. Lee and Grant would match wits across the dense woods, swamps, and fields of northern Virginia during forty unprecedented days of nearly ceaseless combat operations. This would be something new in Western warfare: daily fighting and massive troop movements punctuated by spasms of extreme bloodletting.


Because the battles followed one another so closely, the battlegrounds—at the Wilderness, Spotsylvania Court House, and Cold Harbor—would not lodge as deeply in the collective memory as had Gettysburg, Vicksburg, Chancellorsville, Shiloh, Fredericksburg, Manassas, and Antietam. Soaked in blood, gore, and horror though they were, the battlefields of Grant’s Overland Campaign would remain relatively unknown.


The Union campaign conflated daunting military and political stakes. Grant’s destruction of Lee’s army would assure the survival of Abraham Lincoln’s administration and the defeat of the Confederacy; conversely, Lee’s triumph would sink the Lincoln administration and all but guarantee the Confederacy’s survival.


The war’s length, its cost, and the rising number of deaths were sapping the support of Northern voters. Without important victories in 1864, Lincoln could not expect to be reelected in November. His successor would likely negotiate peace with the Confederacy, permitting it to coexist as a sovereign nation beside the Union—a situation that Lincoln, if reelected, could never tolerate.


Lee and Grant were their respective armies’ best commanders, but they had never fought one another. Masters of both maneuver and head-on fighting, they were their nations’ most naturally aggressive commanding generals. It was axiomatic in the Confederate army that Lee was its “most belligerent man,” while Grant was once described as someone who appeared “determined to drive his head through a brick wall.”6


The clash of these men and their armies would father two strategic innovations: the continuous offensive campaign of attrition, and the use of defensive fortifications as a force multiplier. These would become hard-and-fast strategic and tactical tenets during the Great War that would be fought fifty years hence.


Grant’s army won no battles during the Forty Days, but it won the campaign—indeed, the war—by never turning back, and by using its overwhelming advantages in manpower and material to grind down the Rebel army, something that none of Grant’s predecessors had attempted.


A year earlier in Mississippi, Grant and William T. Sherman had waged a remarkably similar campaign whose climax was the siege of Vicksburg and its capture. During three weeks in May 1863, Grant’s army marched 180 miles and fought five battles, beginning with its May 1 victory at Port Gibson, the army’s beachhead on the Mississippi River.


His and Sherman’s operations in Mississippi became the template for their 1864 Virginia and Georgia campaigns. Grant’s army would advance 100 miles southward before placing Petersburg under siege. At the same time in Georgia, Sherman’s army would march 130 miles south from Chattanooga and, after a dozen battles, besiege Atlanta.


Indeed, in Mississippi—as in Virginia and Georgia a year later—Grant and Sherman forded rivers; fought a chain of battles lasting weeks; conducted flank maneuvers; methodically destroyed enemy farms, factories, and a large part of the city of Jackson; and cut loose from supply bases, living off the land.


In Mississippi, Grant was also cognizant of both the military and political stakes. He made a risky amphibious assault in enemy territory and campaigned aggressively, knowing that the Northern people were becoming discouraged and were beginning to favor the idea of a negotiated peace. The 1862 elections had clearly shown that war support was waning. Moreover, voluntary enlistments had fallen off, and draft resistance was growing. Grant knew that he must “move forward to a decisive victory, or our cause was lost. No progress was being made in any other field, and we had to go on.”7


Grant might have said the same for the situation that he faced in Virginia in May 1864; indeed, his army’s immense campaign preparations portended a bloody spring. Lee and the Army of Northern Virginia patiently waited for him to make his move.




CHAPTER 1


Spring 1864


               An ordinary, scrubby-looking man, with a slightly seedy look, as if he was out of office on half pay.


               —DESCRIPTION OF ULYSSES S. GRANT IN MARCH 18641


               You may rest assured he is not an ordinary man.


               —GENERAL GEORGE MEADE ON GRANT2
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Tuesday, March 8, 1864 Washington, DC


THE WASHINGTON PRESS corps had never seen General Ulysses S. Grant, which complicated their job of reporting on his arrival at the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad depot. War correspondents Simon Hanscom and Lorenzo Crounse, who were among the bustling crowd at the train station, knew only that Grant had a beard, that he was of medium height, and that he usually forswore dress uniforms for the nondescript blue worn by privates, save for the general’s stars sewn on the shoulders. In other words, Grant might have been any of the scores of officers who thronged the busy station.


Fearing that Grant might slip by them without their recognizing him, Hanscom and Crounse rushed to Matthew Brady’s studio in the hope of finding a photograph of the general. But Brady’s only picture of Grant was useless—a hat obscured his features. Brady, however, agreed to return to the station with the reporters.


When a hatless, uniformed man and a boy emerged from a car in a group of people, Brady grew excited; he remembered the lines around the man’s mouth. It was Grant, he told the reporters.3


And then there was no mistaking that it was Grant. People suddenly pressed in upon him from all sides, and a company of the Invalid Corps formed ranks and presented arms. Grant, the boy, and a knot of staff officers passed through the depot to the street, and stepped into hacks that took them to Willard’s Hotel, where he registered as simply, “U.S. Grant and son, Galena, Ill.”4


A short time later, the general and thirteen-year-old Frederick Dent Grant entered Willard’s dining room. A man recognized Grant and shook his hand, and the news that the new general-in-chief had arrived instantly spread through the dining room. The diners spontaneously got to their feet and cheered. They crowded around the table of the blushing general, known for reserve and not conviviality.5


One unimpressed observer described Grant as “an ordinary, scrubby-looking man, with a slightly seedy look, as if he was out of office on half pay.” A journalist wrote that Grant might easily be mistaken for “a country merchant or a village lawyer. He had no distinctive feature; there are thousands like him in personal appearance in the ranks.” Indeed, there was little about Grant’s appearance to suggest the unyielding warrior who consistently won battles.6


THIS BEING TUESDAY, it was levee night at the White House and, as usual, hundreds of people had come to see the president and first lady, some of them even hoping to get a private audience with Abraham Lincoln.


It was about 9:30 when Grant alighted from a hack outside the White House. In the Blue Room, where the Lincolns always greeted their guests, the president and Grant met for the first time. Until this moment, Lincoln had known Grant only by reputation and from telegrams, battle summaries, and the reports of men who had observed him in the field.


The crowd, which could become rowdy at these functions, uncharacteristically kept a respectful distance, evidently sensing the meeting’s historical import. “There was no rude jostling, or pushing or pulling,” wrote John Nicolay, Lincoln’s private secretary.


Lincoln entrusted Grant to the care of Secretary of State William Seward, who introduced the bashful general to the other guests in the Blue Room and then led him into the East Room. When the people there caught sight of Grant, they launched into cheer after cheer and charged in to shake his hand.


“Laces were torn, crinoline mashed, and things were generally much mixed. People mounted sofas and tables to get out of harm’s way or to take observations,” wrote Noah Brooks, a correspondent for the Sacramento (California) Daily Union. Grant, too, climbed onto a sofa to avoid being mobbed by the “torrent” of people that now filled the East Room. After an hour of standing on the couch, vigorously shaking hands with all comers, Grant was “flushed, heated, and perspiring.”7


Later that night, Grant met with Lincoln and his blunt, hard-driving secretary of war, Edwin Stanton, to discuss the next morning’s ceremony, when Grant would be formally presented with his commission as lieutenant general.


It was of enormous importance to Lincoln that he and Grant strike just the right tone, wrote Nicolay, who was present. During three years of war, no general, Union or Confederate, had wielded the power that Grant would have. In fact, just one other American, George Washington, had ever permanently held lieutenant-general rank (though Winfield Scott had been a brevet, or temporary, three-star general).


On February 26, Lincoln had signed a law reviving the rank. Grant’s friend and patron, Congressman Elihu Washburne of Illinois, who introduced the measure in December, had asserted what was the absolute truth: that Grant was the only candidate for the position. “He has fought more battles and won more victories than any man living; he has captured more prisoners and taken more guns than any general of modern times,” Washburne said. No one disputed that, and when Lincoln sent Grant’s name to the Senate, it had swiftly confirmed him.


Lincoln told Grant that at the next day’s ceremony, he would give a short speech, to which Grant was to reply with a few words of his own. Lincoln handed Grant a copy of what he planned to say and suggested that Grant’s remarks should attempt to dispel the lingering resentments of some generals. He urged him to say something positive about the Army of the Potomac.


In his speech the next day, Grant did neither. He pledged to try not “to disappoint your expectations. I feel the full weight of the responsibilities now devolving on me and know that if they are met it will be due to those armies, and above all to the favor of that Providence which leads both Nations and men.”


Grant’s brief address, good enough on paper, suffered in its delivery, according to Nicolay. Grant, he wrote, appeared “quite embarrassed” by the occasion and made “rather sorry and disjointed work of enunciating his reply,” which was “almost illegibly written . . . on the half sheet of note paper, in lead pencil.”8


IN A WAR that had wrung rivers of gore from battlefields large and small, North and South, it was ironic that Grant, who had now become the chosen instrument of even greater bloodletting, recoiled from it. “I cannot bear the sight of suffering,” he confessed to an aide, Lieutenant Colonel Horace Porter. Grant later wrote that during a battle, “one can see his enemy mowed down by the thousand or the ten thousand, with great composure; but after the battle these scenes are distressing, and one is naturally disposed to do as much to alleviate the suffering of an enemy as a friend.”


The apotheosis of Grant’s blood aversion might have occurred in April 1862 at Shiloh. He had taken shelter from the driving rain in a log house where, to his horror, he witnessed surgeons busily amputating the arms and legs of wounded men and “blood flowing in streams.” He had hastily withdrawn, electing to spend the soggy night under a tree.9


Grant’s abhorrence of blood and suffering extended to hunting—“as a sportsman I was a failure”—and to the food that he ate. As beef was about the only meat that he liked (he abhorred fowl and game), it had to be cooked to a blackened crisp; the merest trace of red would kill his appetite.10


Squeamish though Grant was, no Union general had been as successful as he. In February 1862, he had briefly fanned hopes for a short war with his capture of Fort Henry and Fort Donelson in Tennessee—the latter a joint army-navy operation that had bagged 15,000 prisoners. At Shiloh, Grant’s army had taken a beating the first day, but the next day it defeated the Rebels. Then came the siege and the momentous capture of Vicksburg on the Fourth of July of 1863. That victory had secured the Mississippi River for the Union, severing the Southwest from the Confederacy.


In the fall of 1863, after the Rebels smashed General William Rosecrans’s army at Chickamauga, drove it into Chattanooga, and invested the city, Lincoln replaced Rosecrans with Grant. In November, his army broke the Confederate encirclement by capturing Lookout Mountain and Missionary Ridge.


For three years, Lincoln had watched with disappointment as his Eastern generals dithered, delayed, and twice failed to destroy Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia before it could retreat from Maryland into Virginia. It was time, the president believed, to try a general from the Western theater, one who could make things jump. By all accounts, Grant was just the man for the job.


Moreover, not only would Grant command the hard-luck Army of the Potomac, which Lee had bloodied every time that it had advanced toward Richmond, he would direct Union armies everywhere. No general during the war had ever been given such sweeping powers: Grant would command 533,000 men, organized into twenty-one army corps—one of the largest armies in history.11


Yet, Grant had never commanded troops in the East. He had never faced Lee, who had yet to lose a major battle in Virginia, and whom many of the Army of the Potomac’s generals regarded with awe and fear.


Lincoln’s patience with the Army of the Potomac had run out in December 1863, when its commander, General George Meade, had neither attacked Lee at Mine Run nor intercepted the Confederate First Army Corps when it marched from eastern Tennessee to rejoin Lee’s army.


Meade’s inaction had provoked an uncharacteristic outburst from Lincoln: “If this Army of the Potomac was good for anything—if the officers had anything in them—if the army had any legs, they could move thirty thousand men down to Lynchburg and catch Longstreet. Can anybody doubt if Grant were here in command that he would catch him?”12


BEFORE LINCOLN MADE Grant his general-in-chief, he had to first satisfy himself on the sensitive issue of whether Grant had presidential ambitions; there had been discussion of a Grant candidacy among Democrats and even a few Republicans, as well as in some large-circulation Eastern newspapers. Fully intending to seek reelection in November, Lincoln knew that his winning a second term depended on Union army victories in 1864—which was why he wished to elevate Grant, with his record of Western triumphs.


Another embarrassing defeat in Virginia might also reinvigorate the Peace Democrats and their extremist wing, the “Copperheads.” Forced underground by fears of reprisals from prowar Republicans, the Copperheads had formed secret societies throughout the lower Midwest, which had been settled largely by Southerners. One such group, the Sons of Liberty, was reportedly arming itself for insurrection. On April 8, Representative Alexander Long, an Ohio Democrat, outraged the House by urging recognition of the South as a separate nation. The House censured Long, and nearly expelled him.13


Lincoln had been asking questions about Grant for nearly a year now, and he was now satisfied that Grant, if given the authority, had the moral fiber, tenacity, and leadership to end the war swiftly. But if Grant defeated Lee and marched into Richmond, would he then challenge Lincoln for the presidency? Lincoln had to be sure that by naming Grant he wasn’t sowing the seeds of his own defeat.


The president quietly sounded out Grant’s staunch ally from Illinois, Congressman Washburne, who directed Lincoln to J. Russell Jones, a friend of Grant and his investment counselor.14


Grant, too, had heard the presidential talk, and he didn’t like it a bit. To squelch it, he had gone so far as to write letters to several people disavowing any interest. To Barnabas Burns, who had sought Grant’s permission to enter his name into nomination at the War Democrats’ convention in January, Grant wrote, “The question astonishes me. I do not know of anything I have ever done or said which would indicate that I would be a candidate for any office.” In another such letter, he said, “This is the last thing I desire. I would regard such a consummation unfortunate for myself if not for the country.”15


When Jones met with Lincoln to discuss Grant, he brought one of Grant’s letters. After reading it, Lincoln breathed a sigh of relief. “You will never know how gratifying that is to me. No man knows, when that presidential grub gets to gnawing at him, just how deep it will get until he has tried it; and I didn’t know that there was one gnawing at Grant.”16


GRANT’S RISE HAD been so swift as to nearly defy belief. From the time he left the army in 1854 until his return at the beginning of the Civil War, his life had been a train wreck of miscalculations, bad luck, and failures, leavened by periods of disappointment.


Hiram Ulysses Grant was born on April 27, 1822. Hiram—“exalted one” in the Hebrew tradition, although the Grants were not Jewish—was a family name; Grant’s mother, Hannah Simpson Grant, called him Ulysses.


The document of his appointment to the US Military Academy gave his name as “Ulysses Simpson Grant.” Grant pointed out the error, but West Point refused to correct it; his name appeared on the cadet rolls as “U. S. Grant.” His classmates playfully called him “United States” and “Uncle Sam” and, finally, just “Sam.” He was an indifferent student, graduating twenty-first among the thirty-nine members of his Class of ’43. However, everyone agreed that Grant was his class’s best horseman.17


During the Mexican War, Lieutenant Grant served in General Zachary “Rough and Ready” Taylor’s army at Palo Alto, Resaca de la Palma, and Monterrey—where Grant was remembered for his daredevil ride through the gunfire-swept streets with ammunition for the troops. When General Winfield “Old Fuss and Feathers” Scott expropriated Taylor’s best soldiers for his amphibious assault on Vera Cruz and brilliant march to Mexico City, Grant went with Scott. At the San Cosme Gate into Mexico City, Lieutenant Grant and his men trundled a small cannon into a church belfry that commanded the approaches to the gate and scattered the Mexican defenders so that US troops could enter the city. From Taylor, Grant learned simplicity in dress and deportment, and calmness in crises; from Scott, strategy.18


Back in St. Louis in 1848, he married Julia Dent—her brother Frederick was Grant’s best friend at West Point—but Julia and their children did not accompany him to his Pacific Coast assignments. There, naivety and poor business instincts cost Grant his savings, and at Fort Humboldt, a bleak coastal outpost, he hit rock bottom. Depressed and alienated, Grant drank heavily; gossipy fellow officers whispered that Grant was a drunkard.


Grant resigned his captain’s commission in 1854 and returned to Missouri, where he farmed and worked as a rent collector. Alone, Grant built a house—solid and well-made—and gave it the fitting name “Hardscrabble.” Despite his strenuous efforts, Grant struggled just to feed and clothe Julia and their four children. Desperation drove him to sell firewood on St. Louis street corners in his faded army overcoat. One day while he was hawking firewood, Grant encountered another struggling former West Pointer, William Tecumseh Sherman; they spoke briefly and parted.


In 1858 Captain E. B. Holloway was passing through St. Louis with two other army officers and looking for a fourth person to play “brag” when he happened to spot Grant on the street. Holloway, who had known Grant in the army, invited him to play. Another of the card players was Major James Longstreet, a close friend of Grant’s at West Point who had been a guest at his wedding. They reminisced about their Mexican War days.


Grant, wrote Longstreet, impressed him as a man “looking for something to do.” They met again the next day on the street, and Grant handed Longstreet a $5 gold piece to repay an old loan. Longstreet initially refused to take the money, certain that Grant needed it more than he, but “seeing the determination in the man’s face,” he accepted the coin and shook Grant’s hand.19


Forced to admit his failure as a farmer, in 1860 Grant swallowed his pride and asked his father, Jesse Grant, for a job in the family leather business in Galena, Illinois. In 1861, then, he was a clerk at Grant and Perkins, working for his younger brothers, Simpson and Orvil, when Congressman Washburne and the family business’s lawyer, John Rawlins, addressed a town meeting days after war broke out. Grant, the only professionally trained soldier in Galena, was chosen to lead a recruiting drive. It was the beginning of an enduring friendship among the three men.


In June 1861, with Washburne’s help, Grant was appointed colonel of an Illinois regiment sent to fight in Missouri. By August, he was commanding a brigade and had been promoted to brigadier general.20


Adversity had made Grant self-reliant, self-contained, and determined to push on through failure and hardship. A woman who saw Grant several times around Washington after he became general-in-chief wrote that he carried himself with “a peculiar aloofness. . . . He walked through a crowd as though solitary.”21


WHEN GRANT WAS besieging Vicksburg in 1863, War Secretary Stanton dispatched Charles Dana to Mississippi to observe the Western general who won battles. Stanton and Lincoln had doubts about Grant, fed by countless rumors and complaints about his performance at Shiloh—which Lincoln brushed off with the words, “I can’t spare this man; he fights.”


It would have been impossible to find a better man for the job than Dana. He had worked alongside Horace Greeley at the New York Tribune for fifteen years until the day in April 1862 that Greeley fired him, evidently because Dana was too prowar for Greeley. Within a week, Stanton offered Dana a job in the War Department; months later, he was promoted to assistant war secretary.


Dana’s cover story was that he was investigating the army’s payments system. But instead of auditing the books, Dana sent Stanton reports on Grant and his generals encoded in a War Department cipher. Initially, Dana was mightily impressed by Sherman’s agile mind, but he had difficulty penetrating Grant’s reserve. When he finally did, he gushed that Grant was “the most modest, the most disinterested, and the most honest man I ever knew, with a temper that nothing could disturb, and judgment that was judicial in its comprehensiveness and wisdom. Not a great man, except morally; not an original or brilliant man, but sincere, thoughtful, deep, and gifted with courage that never faltered.”22


Because of his strict Methodist upbringing, Grant didn’t swear or dance, but he sometimes drank whiskey. In his reports to Stanton, Dana never mentioned Grant’s taking a drink, but rumors persisted in Washington. Largely apocryphal, they did, however, contain a kernel of truth.


Grant’s friend and aide-de-camp, John Rawlins of Galena, had accompanied him to Missouri in 1861 and had since remained on Grant’s staff. Rawlins strove to keep Grant sober. In March 1863, he had made Grant pledge to “drink no more during the war,” but sometimes Grant slipped. During the Vicksburg siege, a Rawlins letter to Grant dated June 6, 1863, began, “Dear General: The great solicitude I feel for the safety of the army leads me to mention, what I had hoped never again to do, the subject of your drinking.” Rawlins’s letter went on to recount how Grant had that night drained a bottle of wine “in company with those who drink and urge you to do likewise.” He reminded the general of the pledge he had made in March.23


Just before Vicksburg’s capitulation, a self-appointed committee visited Lincoln at the White House and demanded Grant’s removal. Puzzled, the president asked why. The men said that Grant drank too much whiskey.


“Ah!” replied Lincoln. “By the way, gentlemen, can either of you tell me where General Grant procures his whiskey? Because, if I can find out, I will send every general in the field a barrel of it!”24


2


Thursday, March 10, 1864 Brandy Station, Virginia


THE DAY AFTER being commissioned lieutenant general, Grant traveled by train to the Army of the Potomac headquarters at Brandy Station, Virginia, fifty miles south of Washington to meet with the army’s commander, George Meade.


The train pulled into the station in a downpour. Meade and his large staff were waiting. Meade and Grant had last met in 1848 in Mexico as lieutenants, and they now were the two most powerful generals in the Union army.


At forty-nine, Meade was Grant’s elder by seven years and had been his senior in rank until Grant’s promotion to three-star general. Meade was intelligent and accomplished and possessed magisterial bearing: he was tall, lean, and dignified-looking with a long beard, spectacles perched on a large, curved nose, bulging eyes, and a high forehead. Meade was a Philadelphia aristocrat, son of a wealthy merchant, Richard Worsam Meade, who was ruined financially when he supported Spain while serving as a naval agent there during the Napoleonic wars. The family’s financial straits were a major factor in George’s decision to attend the US Military Academy, from which he graduated in 1835. He left the army the following year to practice engineering, but returned in 1842. With Zachary Taylor’s army during the Mexican War, he, like Grant, saw action at Palo Alto, Resaca de la Palma, and Monterrey.


Because of his savage temper, Meade was nicknamed “The Old Snapping Turtle.” His disposition was at times so foul that Morris Schaff, Meade’s chief ordnance officer, wrote, “I have seen him so cross and ugly that no one dared to speak to him—in fact, at such times his staff and everybody kept as clear of him as possible.” General Carl Schurz, a division commander in XI Corps at Gettysburg, wrote that while Meade did not inspire warmth, “this simple, cold, serious soldier with his business-like air did inspire confidence.”


Grant later found that no one was more sensitive to Meade’s explosive temper than Meade himself, and he judged him to be “an officer of great merit . . . brave and conscientious . . . [commanding] the respect of all who knew him.”


When the Civil War began, Meade was appointed brigadier general in charge of a brigade of Pennsylvania volunteers that he led during McClellan’s unsuccessful Peninsula campaign to capture Richmond; he was wounded at Glendale and during Second Manassas. At Antietam, he led the only division to lodge in the Rebel lines, and at Chancellorsville, he commanded V Corps.


On June 28, 1863, Meade replaced Joe Hooker as commander of the Army of the Potomac. Three days later, the Battle of Gettysburg began. Afterward, Lee’s defeated army began withdrawing to Virginia. Initially ecstatic that the Rebels’ invasion had been turned back, Lincoln and Stanton were appalled when Meade let Lee escape to Virginia without trapping him at the Potomac.


“I do not believe you appreciate the magnitude of the misfortune involved in Lee’s escape,” Lincoln wrote in exasperation to Meade on July 14. “He was within your easy grasp, and to have closed upon him would, in connection with our other late successes, have ended the war. As it is, the war will be prolonged indefinitely.”


Meade offered to step down, but Lincoln and Stanton refused to accept his resignation. Then, Meade further antagonized them in early December 1863 when, at the last minute, he called off a major attack on Lee at Mine Run in northern Virginia; so glacially had the Yankees maneuvered that Lee’s men had had time to strongly fortify their positions, commanding a mile of open ground with massed artillery and infantry. Meade’s decision was a relief to his officers and men, but it further turned opinion against him at the War Department and White House, which at that time was considering Grant for a lieutenant generalship.


“FOR GOD’S SAKE and your country’s sake, come out of Washington,” Grant’s good friend, Major General William Sherman, had advised Grant when he learned of his promotion. Sherman had invited Grant to “come West” and oversee the Union army’s operations from his headquarters; Sherman now commanded all of the Western armies. “[Major General Henry] Halleck is better qualified than you to stand the buffets of intrigue and policy.”


“Old Brains” was now army chief of staff; he had resigned his titular position as general-in-chief—Lincoln appointed him to it in 1862 as a curb on General George McClellan—to make way for Grant. Halleck had proven during his hypercautious campaign against Corinth, Mississippi, in 1862 that he was a better administrator than field commander. As chief of staff, Halleck would interpret Grant’s military dispatches for the president, and share Lincoln’s strategic ideas with Grant.


Grant agreed with Sherman, but chose to direct the Union armies from Meade’s headquarters at the Army of the Potomac rather than from Sherman’s Western army. He recognized that beating Lee would be his primary mission. With spring at hand, the Army of the Potomac would soon campaign against Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia, unbowed and dangerous despite its defeat at Gettysburg the previous summer.25


With the campaigning season about to begin, the Army of the Potomac was still feeling the aftershocks of a massive reorganization. Two of its five corps had been eliminated; I Corps was merged into V Corps, and III Corps became part of II Corps. The ostensible rationale for reordering more than 30,000 men was the large number of depleted regiments. But another likely reason was to remove I Corps’ commanding general, John Newton, a sybarite and backbiter; and III Corps’ William French, rebuked for slowness at Mine Run.26


WHEN GRANT AND Meade sat down to talk, Meade urged Grant “to remove me at once, if it suits your plans.” It was a magnanimous offer—and one that Grant wisely rejected. Had he accepted, Grant would have had to direct the Army of the Potomac’s day-to-day operations while at the same time supervising the other Union armies scattered over thousands of miles from Virginia to Louisiana. It would never have worked.27


But from the beginning, the arrangement was flawed. In theory, Meade would continue to lead the Army of the Potomac, while from his nearby headquarters Grant would direct all of the Union field armies—Meade’s included—leaving their commanders to work out the details. As the campaign unfolded, however, the temptation to assume tactical control of the Army of the Potomac would prove too much for Grant; fortunately, Meade had the capacity to be an excellent subordinate. “He had the first virtue of a soldier—that is, obedience to orders,” wrote Assistant War Secretary Dana. Indeed, Meade would become Grant’s perfect tool: one whose ideas could be safely ignored, but who would punctiliously carry out Grant’s plans. Yet, Meade would fume when Grant, and not he, got credit for the army’s successes.


After their meeting, Lieutenant Colonel Theodore Lyman of Meade’s staff jotted down his impressions of Grant: “a very still, steady man, but evidently enjoys a pleasant joke. He also makes quiet, sarcastic remarks, without moving a line of his face.” Meade told his wife, Margaretta, that Grant was “not a striking man, is very reticent, has never mixed with the world, and has but little manner, indeed is somewhat ill at ease in the presence of strangers; hence a first impression is never favorable.” Grant’s West Point education was likely the full extent of his learning, wrote Meade, and since graduating, “I don’t believe he has read or studied.”


For all that, Meade believed that Grant had “natural qualities of a high order, and is a man, whom, the more you see and know him, the better you like him. He puts me in mind of old Taylor, and sometimes I fancy he models himself on old Zac.” Meade’s respect for Grant had risen further a week later, when he wrote to Margaretta, “You may rest assured he is not an ordinary man.”28


When Grant returned to Washington on March 11, Lincoln told him that Mrs. Lincoln had arranged a dinner in his honor at the White House. While appreciating the First Lady’s intended kindness, Grant, uncomfortable in formal social gatherings, declined the invitation; he had to leave that night for Tennessee, he told Lincoln. “Time is very precious just now and, really, Mr. President, I believe I have had enough of the show business.” Twelve military officers attended Mrs. Lincoln’s dinner, but not Grant.29


ONE OF LINCOLN’S secretaries, William Stoddard, was home ill during Grant’s appearances in Washington and, when he recovered, he asked the president what the new general-in-chief was like.


Lincoln, his lanky frame sprawled on a chair, laughed silently, and then said, “He’s the quietest little fellow you ever saw. Why, he makes the least fuss of any man you ever saw. I believe two or three times he has been in this room a minute or so before I knew he was here. . . . The only evidence you have that he’s in any place is that he makes things git. Wherever he is, things move!”


The president enthused that Grant was “the first general I’ve had!” The others would bring Lincoln a plan and ask him to decide whether or not to proceed with it, in effect making him responsible for the plan’s success or failure. Grant didn’t tell Lincoln his plans, and, unlike his predecessors, did not demand more resources—usually cavalry—that Lincoln could not provide. “He doesn’t ask me to do impossibilities for him, and he’s the first general I’ve had that didn’t.”30


GRANT WAS GOING to Nashville to consult with his friend Sherman. The angular, hyperkinetic redhead had been Grant’s right hand at Shiloh, Vicksburg, and Missionary Ridge. When Grant was summoned to Washington to become lieutenant general, he had immediately shared the news with Sherman, along with his determination not to make Washington his headquarters. In the same letter, Grant expressed his warm feelings for Sherman and General James McPherson, “the men to whom, above all others, I feel indebted for whatever I have had of success. . . . I feel all the gratitude this letter would express, giving it the most flattering construction.”31


Sherman was Grant’s great admirer, too. His respect for his friend had steadily grown since the first day at Shiloh, when Grant’s army had taken a terrible pounding and was clinging to the south bank of the Tennessee River. Sherman had had three horses shot out from under him and was wounded in the hand. As rain drenched the dying and wounded on the battlefield, Grant’s generals were incredulous when at 5 p.m. Grant told them to prepare to attack at dawn. Several hours later, Sherman went looking for Grant to propose putting “the river between us and the enemy.”


He found Grant outside a log house where surgeons were at work with their quick knives. He was standing alone under an oak tree with his collar up around his ears, rain sluicing off his hat. He held a lantern and had a cigar clenched between his teeth. For reasons never stated, Sherman spontaneously decided to not bring up the subject of retreat.


Instead, he said, “Well, Grant, we’ve had the devil’s own day, haven’t we?” The indefatigable Grant replied, “Yes, lick ’em tomorrow, though.”


Grant’s promotion had inspired Sherman, in a letter to Grant on March 10, to explain the reasons for his high regard for his friend. “I believe you are as brave, patriotic, and just, as the great phototype [sic] Washington—as unselfish, kindhearted and honest, as a man should be, but the chief characteristic in your nature is the simple faith in success you have always manifested, which I can liken to nothing else than the faith a Christian has in his Saviour. . . . I knew wherever I was that you thought of me, and if I got in a tight place you would come, if alive.”32


FOR TWO DAYS in Nashville beginning March 17, Grant met with Sherman and his top Western generals—McPherson, John Logan, and Grenville Dodge—all of them having just returned from a scorched-earth march from Vicksburg to the Rebel supply depot at Meridian, Mississippi. Along the way, Sherman’s army had methodically destroyed crops, livestock, and barns; upon reaching Meridian on February 14, Sherman’s men used fire and wrecking bars to demolish the city’s supply facilities and a hundred miles of railroad tracks. The march foreshadowed a new policy of strategic destruction; henceforth, enemy logistics and food sources would become targets, in order to undermine the Confederacy’s fighting capacity and civilian morale.


When Sherman and Grant first met in Nashville, wrote Lieutenant Colonel Adam Badeau, Grant’s military secretary, the outspoken Sherman said, “I cannot congratulate you on your promotion; the responsibility is too great.” Badeau noted Grant’s reaction: “The other was silent and smoked his cigar.” During the informal sessions, Grant sought the generals’ opinions about conducting the spring campaign.


On March 19, Grant embarked for Washington, inviting Sherman to accompany him as far as Cincinnati. On the train Grant described the campaign that he envisioned, and that he had not yet committed to writing. The men pored over maps in their Cincinnati hotel rooms, and produced a rough draft of the campaign, with Sherman left to work out the details of his role. In his typical epigrammatic style, Sherman distilled Grant’s strategy to its essence: “He was to go for Lee, and I was to go for Joe Johnston. That was the plan.”33


THERE WAS MORE to it than that, of course. Grant planned to attack the Rebel armies everywhere at once to prevent the Confederate high command from shifting forces from its quiet sectors to those under attack. Previously, “the armies in the East and West acted independently and without concert, like a balky team,” but no more. Grant planned to “hammer continuously against the armed force of the enemy and his resources, until by mere attrition, if no other way, there should be nothing left to him” except surrender. Latter-day historians would describe it as a strategy of “attrition” or “exhaustion,” achieved by grinding down not only the enemy’s manpower, but his logistical underpinnings—railroads, food, supplies, arms, clothing, and other necessities, as Sherman had done in Meridian—while preventing him from reinforcing his armies.


When Grant described his plan to Lincoln during the weekly meetings that began with Grant’s return from the West, the president immediately grasped it. This was unsurprising, because in January 1862 Lincoln, frustrated by the Union army’s inaction, had advocated just such a plan, to “threaten all their positions at the same time with superior force, and if they weakened one to strengthen another, seize and hold the one weakened.” When discussing Grant’s plan, however, Lincoln acted as though it were new to him. “Oh, yes!” he said to Grant. “I see that. As we say out West, if a man can’t skin, he must hold a leg while somebody else does.”


The strategic plan was staggering in scope and unprecedented during this war: large armies thousands of miles apart beginning operations on the same day, and their commanding general receiving telegraphed reports on their movements that very night.34


LINCOLN, HALLECK, AND Grant, however, had not always agreed that the campaign’s primary target should be Lee’s army in northern Virginia. Two months before Grant’s promotion, Lincoln and Halleck had asked him to submit a plan for a Virginia spring offensive. He had startled them with something wholly different.


“I would respectfully suggest whether an abandonment of all previously attempted lines to Richmond is not advisable, and in lieu of these one be taken farther south,” Grant wrote on January 19. The Union army had already tried six times to bludgeon its way toward Richmond, the last being the failed Mine Run campaign in late 1863; it was presumed that Grant would sketch a plan for a seventh attempt.


Instead, Grant proposed marching from Norfolk, Virginia, to Weldon, North Carolina, in order to seize the Confederate rail center there. With Weldon’s capture, Union troops would destroy one of the Confederacy’s two north-south railroads and threaten the second. Virginia’s supply line from the Deep South would be severely strained, and hunger would spread through the Virginia armies and Richmond. Lee would be compelled to march south to recapture Weldon, leaving Richmond weakly defended. “It would draw the enemy from campaigns of their own choosing . . . to new lines of operations never expected to become necessary,” Grant wrote, adding that the campaign could begin immediately because of the mild winters farther south.35


But Grant’s plan revived the great fear that fitfully brooded over the Lincoln administration: the Northern capital left virtually defenseless, and Lee’s army swooping in to capture it. In his reply to Grant on February 17, Halleck warned that his plan might open the door to Lee. “Would not Lee be able to make another invasion of Maryland and Pennsylvania? Uncover Washington and the Potomac, and all the forces which Lee can collect will be moved north, and the popular sentiment will compel the Government to bring back the army in North Carolina.”


Halleck, also speaking for Lincoln, was unequivocal about what must be done. “Our main efforts in the next campaign should unquestionably be made against the armies of Lee and Johnston,” he wrote. Breaking the Army of Northern Virginia, the Confederacy’s best fighting force, was the great imperative. “If we cannot defeat him here with our combined force, we cannot hope to do so elsewhere with a divided army.”36


Grant evidently failed Lincoln’s and Halleck’s test, but they promoted him anyway; after all, he had won battles in the West. More importantly, as Lincoln had observed a year earlier, “he fights.” Not only did he fight, but fighting was Grant’s habit of mind, and quitting was unthinkable. A week after Lincoln and Halleck rejected Grant’s campaign plan, the Senate passed the bill making him general-in-chief.


Halleck’s and Lincoln’s recommendation became Grant’s spring offensive plan: to attack Lee and Johnston, as Grant had proposed that he and Sherman do. The rest—the involvement of the other Union armies, and their coordinated attacks—was Grant’s work, but the White House staff remembered Lincoln’s earlier plan.


“The President has been powerfully reminded, by General Grant’s present movement and plans of his (President’s) old suggestion so constantly made and as constantly neglected by Buell & Halleck et al to move at once upon the enemy’s whole line so as to bring into action to our advantage our great superiority in numbers,” wrote John Hay, Lincoln’s assistant secretary. “This idea of his own, the Prest. recognized with special pleasure when Grant said it was his intention to make all the line useful.”37


ON MARCH 30, Grant asked Halleck to send him every soldier who could be spared from garrisons and recruiting depots in the North. That included Washington, where some of the city’s ten large artillery regiments, Grant believed, might be converted into fighting infantry regiments.


Grant’s attempts to withdraw troops from the capital to reinforce the Army of the Potomac alarmed War Secretary Edwin Stanton, who believed it would leave the city dangerously vulnerable. Twenty-five thousand soldiers manned the fifty forts around Washington and guarded its 180,000 residents. But Grant believed that Washington would be safe from attack so long as his armies were on the offensive.


When Grant did not back down, Stanton took his grievance to Lincoln, who told him: “You and I, Mr. Stanton, have been trying to boss this job, and we have not succeeded very well with it. We have sent across the mountains for Mr. Grant, as Mrs. Grant calls him, to relieve us, and I think we had better leave him alone to do as he pleases.”38


WHEN GRANT FULLY developed his master plan, it consisted of five offensives, all of them launched at the same time: in northern Virginia, up the James River to Richmond, in the Shenandoah Valley, in Georgia, and a joint army-navy operation against Mobile, Alabama. Meade’s Army of the Potomac would cross the Rapidan River and march south toward Richmond, with the object of destroying Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia. Sherman was to target Atlanta, drawing Johnston into a series of battles that would chew up his army.


Unfortunately for Grant, “political” generals, two without any prior military experience, would lead the other three operations. General Benjamin Butler, a former Massachusetts Democratic leader whose support was valued by Lincoln Republicans, would menace Richmond from the southeast with his Army of the James, denying Lee reinforcements from the capital, while destroying the railroads entering Petersburg from the south. General Franz Sigel, who had fought in Germany and was popular with St. Louis Germans, would march up the Shenandoah Valley with columns from West Virginia, wrecking Virginia’s breadbasket and the Rebel army there. Finally, there was General Nathaniel Banks, former Massachusetts governor and former speaker of the US House of Representatives. He was currently traveling up Louisiana’s Red River to neutralize the Rebels in the Southwest (Grant had opposed the operation, but Lincoln and Halleck overruled him), but was to conclude the campaign quickly and lead his army against the Rebel port of Mobile. After seizing Mobile, Banks would join Sherman in Georgia.


But Grant’s plan was more involved than the five simultaneous offensives. In a letter to Sherman on April 4, Grant described his “design” as working “all the parts of the army together, and somewhat towards a common center.” The center, Grant later wrote, was the Army of the Potomac; everything west of it was the right wing.


British military historian C. F. Atkinson described Grant’s strategy as “an immense left wheel” by the right wing—marches by the Union’s Western armies against Atlanta, Charleston, and North Carolina, and into Lee’s rear. Sherman would conduct the “wheel,” pivoting on Grant, who would “fix” Lee’s army in place in Virginia.39


Grant urged his generals to not permit the enemy to rest or refit. “Lee’s army will be your objective point,” read his orders to Meade. “Wherever Lee goes there you will go also.” Richmond was Butler’s objective; menacing the Confederate capital would pin down troops that otherwise might be sent to Lee.


Butler’s threat to Richmond and Meade’s hounding of Lee were the chief elements of Grant’s Virginia campaign. Two West Virginia columns would drive toward Lynchburg and Saltville, Virginia, cutting the Virginia and Tennessee Railroad’s main lines to Richmond, while Sigel marched up the Shenandoah Valley. “I don’t expect much from Sigel’s movement,” Grant confessed. “It is made principally for the purpose of preventing the enemy in his front from withdrawing troops to reinforce Lee’s army.” He told Halleck that Meade’s army would attempt to turn Lee’s flank, but should Lee fall back on Richmond’s fortifications, Grant intended to “form a junction with Butler, and the two forces will draw supplies from the James River. My own notions about our line of march are entirely made up [emphasis added].”


To his friend Sherman, Grant wrote that after he destroyed Johnston’s army, he was to “get into the interior of the enemy’s country as far as you can, inflicting all the damage you can against their War resources.” Sherman had efficiently waged this kind of destroying warfare in Mississippi. It constituted an escalation of hostilities against the Confederacy.40


TO FURTHER PRESSURE the Confederate army, Grant suspended prisoner exchanges. The Confederacy held 26,000 Union prisoners; the Union had at least as many Rebel captives. A July 1862 agreement had permitted routine prisoner exchanges, but War Secretary Stanton suspended them in July 1863 when the Confederate government refused to exchange black prisoners and threatened to execute their white officers. Since then, prisoner trades had been sporadic.


But Grant wanted them stopped altogether. On April 1, Grant visited Butler at Fortress Monroe, where he gave “emphatic verbal directions” to stop all exchanges until further notice. “We got no men fit to go into our army, and every soldier we gave the Confederates went immediately into theirs,” Grant told Butler. Exchanging all of the Rebel captives would give the Confederacy a corps “larger than any in Lee’s army, of disciplined veterans . . . well-fed, -clothed, and -rested.” With the spring campaign approaching, it was absolutely imperative, he said, that the Union army maintain numerical superiority and deny Lee reinforcements. After meeting with Butler, Grant wrote to Secretary of State William Seward, “We have got to fight until the military power of the South is exhausted, and if we release or exchange prisoners captured, it simply becomes a war of extermination.”


Butler, however, thought Grant’s reasoning too coldly calculating to play well with Northerners, infuriated as they were by the semi-starvation of Yankee prisoners in Southern prisons. Any policy prolonging their incarceration would raise a “clamor,” Butler warned. He advised Grant to lay down insuperable conditions that must be met before exchanges could resume. When the Confederates rejected the conditions, they could be blamed for the suspension.


Grant took Butler’s shrewd advice. On April 17, he stated that the exchanges could continue only if the Rebels met two provisos, both patently impossible. They must release more than 30,000 Union prisoners—more than they had, in fact—to compensate for having sent paroled Confederates captured at Vicksburg back to the ranks before they were formally exchanged. The rules expressly prohibited this. The Rebels also must make no distinction between black and white prisoners held by the Confederacy. The issue of black soldiers in the Union army ranks so enraged the slaveholding South that it recoiled from exchanging black war prisoners. The Confederacy met neither condition.41
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IN THE NORTH, the war was costing $2 million a day, and one could see why when touring the railroad sidings at Brandy Station, where supplies, covered by tarpaulins, were stacked three stories high, upon seeing the Army of the Potomac’s vast city of canvas-roofed log huts overspreading the country around Brandy Station and Culpeper.


Morale was excellent in the 100,000-man army. The soldiers dined on fresh beef, bread, salted pork, beans, rice, sugar, and coffee. They drilled every day, received their mail and their pay on time, and attended nightly prayer meetings in chapels built by the Christian Commission. “Probably no army on earth ever before was in better condition in every respect than was the Army of the Potomac,” wrote the army’s quartermaster general, Rufus Ingalls.42


In grim contrast to the snug Union camps was the surrounding Virginia countryside, desolated by years of war. “Outside the town [Culpeper], not a house nor a fence, not a tree was to be seen for miles, where once all had been cultivated farm-land, or richly wooded country,” wrote Badeau, Grant’s military secretary. “Here and there, a stack of chimneys or a broken cistern marked the site of a former homestead, but every other landmark had been destroyed. . . . This desert extended almost from Washington to the Rapidan.”


The bleak setting was made worse by the understandable hostility of the remaining Virginians. “This was the beaten field of war,” wrote Orson Curtis of the 24th Michigan. “Few inhabitants were left except the old and decrepit, women and children, who were often dependent upon our commissariat for food. They were all ‘Secesh’ and the ‘Bonnie Blu [sic] Flag’ [a popular song celebrating an early Confederate banner] was sung with spirit by the lassies who had a hatred of all Yankeedom.”43


NORTH OF THE Potomac River, the economy had quickly rebounded from the 1861 financial panic that attended the severing of relations with the South and the departure of a half-million men for military service. Industrial production soared. Bountiful harvests produced surpluses of wheat, corn, pork, and wool. The Union government bought much of it, and kept textile mills running full tilt to meet the army’s demand for uniforms. Thirty-eight arms factories produced 5,000 infantry rifles each day, while a day’s work in the South yielded just 100 new rifles, each individually made. Before the war ended, the federal government would spend $1.8 billion, two-thirds of it on goods and services for the armies. The money for it all came from new taxes, including the first personal income tax. The Army Quartermaster Department grew larger than any private US business, with 100,000 civilian employees.


The federal government’s role expanded exponentially, with the 1862 Legal Tender Act, which authorized printing federal paper “greenbacks” for the first time; the National Bank Act of 1863, establishing a national banking system; and the 1862 Homestead Act, which awarded 160-acre tracts of public land to settlers. The government authorized state land-grant colleges, and set aside 120 million acres of public lands for a transcontinental railroad.


Record amounts of coal, iron, copper, salt, gold, and silver were mined, and oil first appeared as an energy product. While the Union navy blockaded Southern ports, major Northern ports boomed, as did commercial railroad and canal traffic. Hundreds of thousands of European immigrants poured into the North. Thanks to the railroads, many went to the Midwest, where Chicago became the principal trade center, with 7,000 new structures built there in 1863 alone. The same year, fifty-seven new factories went up in Philadelphia. Financial houses flourished, and university endowments and construction soared. “It was distinctly a money-making age,” wrote Emerson Fite of the North’s Civil War economy.


At times, life went on as if it were peacetime; the North sometimes appeared to be waging war one-handed. College rowing and baseball teams continued to compete, and new schools were established: MIT, Cornell, Vassar, and Boston College. Prosperous Northern civilians purchased new jewelry and horse carriages, and thronged grand operas, theaters, horse races, and prize fights. In the thriving cities and in the Midwestern farm country, one could almost forget that two huge armies were engaged in a death struggle just miles away.44


GRANT PRESIDED OVER the massive preparations for the coming campaign from a brick house near the Culpeper train station. Meanwhile, the Army of the Potomac’s officers and men observed their new commander’s actions with a mixture of curiosity and skepticism. Enlisted men liked Grant’s unpretentiousness and reserve, and approved of his transfer of rear-echelon troops to the front. Many officers, however, disliked Grant’s slouching, unmilitary bearing, and were disturbed by his long silences. More seriously, though, they doubted his abilities, never tested in the East.


Grant’s chief of staff and friend, General John Rawlins, was highly irritated by the whispering about Grant. In a letter to his wife, Rawlins wrote that the naysayers deprecated Grant’s Western victories, saying: “‘Well, you never met Bobby Lee and his boys; it would be quite different if you had.’”


During his weekly trips to Washington, Grant was often seen on the streets of the capital. Some observers disapproved of his demeanor. Richard Henry Dana Jr., a government attorney and popular author, judged the general-in-chief to be scruffy-looking and unimpressive. He “had no gait, no station, no manner,” and possessed “rather the look of a man who did, or once did, take a little too much to drink.” It offended Dana to see Grant in a crowd of men outside Willard’s hotel, “talking and smoking . . . in that crowd . . . the general in chief of our armies on whom the destiny of the empire seems to hang!”


Returning to Culpeper after one of these trips, Grant noticed that a cloud of dust hung in the air; Lieutenant Colonel John Mosby’s partisan rangers had just galloped through Culpeper minutes earlier, hot on the heels of Union cavalry. “Had he seen our train coming, no doubt he would have let his prisoners escape to capture the train,” as well as the general-in-chief, Grant later wrote.


On Grant’s forty-second birthday, April 27, he set the date for the campaign’s opening—a week hence, on May 4. “The Army of the Potomac is in splendid condition and evidently feel [sic] like whipping some body,” he wrote to General John Smith, who was with Sherman’s army and had served under Grant at Vicksburg and Chattanooga. “I feel much better with this command that [sic] I did before seeing it. There seems to be the very best feeling existing.” His good spirits were evident when he wrote to his wife Julia that same day, “This is my forty second birth day. Getting old am I not?” He divulged nothing about the upcoming campaign. “Would not tell you if I did know.”45


ALTHOUGH THE ARMY of the Potomac might have appeared fit and battle-ready, manpower was a concern in the North. Three years of war had largely squelched the ardor that had inspired so many men to volunteer in 1861 for three-year enlistments.


Many of them were now rotting in shallow graves in Virginia, Maryland, and Pennsylvania. In the seemingly random violence of the battlefield, some regiments had been nearly wiped out, while others had suffered lightly. The unlucky ones included the 2nd Wisconsin, which had the highest casualty rate of any Union regiment, and the 5th New York, which lost 347 of its 490 men in just one battle, Second Manassas.46


The survivors were anxious to go home. When the three-year men began mustering out in the spring, few were expected to reenlist, despite the offer of $400 bonuses and thirty-day furloughs, and the War Department’s promise to “veteranize” units with high retention rates, meaning that the reenlisted soldiers would remain in their original regiments and not be reassigned.47


In March, there was one of the largest draft calls of the war for 200,000 men to replace the departing three-year soldiers and the thousands more who would become casualties during the 1864 campaigns. Since the federal draft was enacted in March 1863, each state was given a quota to fulfill. With volunteers scarce, the names of eligible men between the ages of twenty and forty-five were entered into a draft lottery and selected randomly.


The draft was highly unpopular, and some states sued to have it declared illegal. During the riot-wracked summer of 1863, people died in mob violence in Danville, Illinois. Lawrence, Kansas, was sacked, and 200 people were killed. In New York City, an eruption of murders, looting, and arson got so out of hand that Union troops were summoned from the Gettysburg battlefield. In March 1864, five people died in Charleston, Illinois, when a mob attacked furloughed soldiers.


The draft fell heaviest on the poor, especially recent immigrants, who could not come up with $300 to pay substitutes to serve in their places. The sullen conscripts were sometimes unwisely assigned en masse to newly formed regiments, instead of being sent to seasoned units where they might have been taught their trade.


Another manpower-raising tactic, paying “bounties,” ensured a yield of inferior recruits. To meet their quotas, many Northern counties and states dangled as bait hundreds of dollars in bounties—sometimes as much as $2,000, including contributions from corporations and wealthy men—unintentionally fostering a thriving money-making scheme for the criminal class: “bounty-jumping.”48


Upon enlisting in the 11th New York Battery at the age of fifteen in late 1863, farm boy Frank Wilkeson was shocked when he was thrown in with a “shameless crew” of nearly 1,000 men who had enlisted for the express purpose of absconding with their bounty money at the first opportunity. Trusting none of them not to run away, the army locked them all up in the state penitentiary in Albany until it was time to take them to the front.


Wilkeson’s companions, mostly thugs and petty criminals, immediately robbed him of everything of value. “There was not a man of them who was not eager to run away. Almost to a man they were bullies and cowards, and almost to a man they belonged to the criminal classes,” wrote Wilkeson. The most admired of them all, he wrote, was a pickpocket who had jumped bounty in a half-dozen cities.


The men got their bounties and were marched into Albany, guarded by a double line of sentinels. Bystanders laughed at them, and boys threw mud balls. Three recruits tried to run for it—and were shot dead on State Street by their stone-faced armed guards, many of them invalided combat veterans.


The soldiers locked them in a ship’s hold, whiskey was somehow smuggled in, and the vessel became “a floating hell,” wrote Wilkeson, with everyone shouting and brawling. Even bounty men were robbed, and some were nearly beaten to death. “It was a scene to make a devil howl with delight.” As the men were marched through New York City to the ship that would take them to Virginia, four recruits bolted and were shot down on the street. During the final stage of the trip to the Virginia front, five diehards leaped from a moving train, only to be riddled by the soldiers’ gunfire; their bodies were retrieved and thrown into the last car.49


In April 1864, cracks were apparent in the Army of the Potomac that had not existed a year earlier. Larger and better equipped than ever before, the army, in its vast encampment at Brandy Station and Culpeper, appeared unstoppable, but hidden were the quiet changes wrought by waning enthusiasm for the war, and the draft and bounties. To make fighting men of the new breed of recruits, discipline necessarily grew harsher, and the camaraderie between officers and enlisted men that had marked the war’s early years virtually disappeared.


The veteran volunteers eyed the newcomers with disdain; they were draftees, substitutes, bounty men, and “coffee boilers”—stragglers who could be found making coffee when real fighting happened. One veteran told Frank Wilkeson: “They are not Americans, they are not volunteers. They are the offscouring of Europe. They disgrace our uniform.”50


IN WASHINGTON, THE widespread feeling that fighting would resume any day infused the capital’s already lively nightlife with a frenzied gaiety. “Monster hops” were held at the National Hotel and Willard’s Hotel; the popular dances were the polka and “the lancers,” a new variation on the quadrille. Ford’s and Grover’s theaters drew large crowds, and people strolled along Pennsylvania Avenue, serenaded by brass bands. Soldiers thronged Washington’s taverns and the streets surrounding them, where the city’s nearly 5,000 prostitutes practiced their trade.51


The anticipation increased on April 25 when Major General Ambrose Burnside’s IX Corps, with banners flying, marched down 14th Street on its way to the Virginia front. From a balcony at Willard’s Hotel, President Lincoln, with Burnside and his staff, reviewed the more than 25,000 infantrymen, cavalrymen, and artillerymen as they passed by amid drum rolls and martial band music. Among them were eight regiments of black soldiers, the largest such formation in the army.


Bystanders applauded the black troops and shouted, “Remember Fort Pillow!” The North was still in an uproar over the slaughter of 231 of the Mississippi River fort’s 571 troops, most of them black, after its capture April 12. Union officers said the Rebels massacred the black troops after the garrison surrendered; the Rebels claimed the defenders died during the fighting. The Confederate commander, Nathan Bedford Forrest, boasted that “the river was dyed with the blood of the slaughter for two hundred yards,” adding that “Negro soldiers cannot cope with Southerners.” Lincoln was polling his cabinet on how the North should retaliate (it would not). When the black soldiers saw the president standing on Willard’s balcony, they cheered him loudly. It began to rain, but Lincoln refused to go inside. “If they can stand it, I guess I can,” he said.


The parade of IX Corps through the city and over the Potomac River into Alexandria, Virginia, wrote newspaper correspondent Noah Brooks, was “a memorable one for Washington, which seldom sees so large a force moving at one time through the city.” Navy Secretary Gideon Welles, and practically everyone else, knew what it signified: “All the indications foreshadow a mighty conflict and battle in Virginia at an early day.”52


BURNSIDE’S MARCH THROUGH Washington to join the rest of the army in Virginia revealed an organizational aberration: IX Corps was not part of the Army of the Potomac, whose three corps—II, V, and VI—had been in Virginia for months. This was because Burnside was Meade’s senior in rank, and therefore, under the military protocol, he would not report to Meade; he would instead report directly to Grant. It was an awkward arrangement that invited delays and misunderstandings. But Grant was determined to use every available man in the East during the coming campaign—sub-optimally, if necessary.53
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April 1864 The South


IN RICHMOND, THE people were starving by inches. “We are all good scavengers now, and there is no need of buzzards in the streets,” wrote John Jones, a War Department clerk who had become so thin that he could count his ribs. “We see neither rats nor mice about the premises now. This is famine.” Hunger caused a sharp rise in burglaries, and nighttime thefts of cows, pigs, bacon, and flour. Sometimes, even sitting hens vanished from barns and sheds.


The city with a prewar population of 38,000 was now home to 140,000 people. The newcomers included war refugees, soldiers, civilian and army bureaucrats, and those in the vast military hospital system. Richmond was looking rundown; most of the mechanics were in the army, leaving no one to fix the leaky roofs or broken gates and railings or to replace the rotting wood. Inflation was rampant: corn cost eighteen times more than in 1861; meat, twenty-three times its price three years earlier. “You take your money to market in the market basket and bring home what you buy in your pocketbook,” the diarist Mary Chesnut observed.


The poor suffered most, but no one was immune. In April 1863 in Richmond, emaciated women had rampaged through the retail district, crying “bread!” and smashing windows and looting stores until a company of Confederate troops dispersed them. Even Richmond’s well-to-do, who had previously attended parties where they feasted on delicacies and drank wine, now went to “starvation parties,” where they danced but did not eat. On the last day of 1863, the Richmond Examiner dourly observed, “Today closes the gloomiest year of struggle. . . . We do not know what our resources are, and no one can tell us whether we shall have a pound of beef to eat at the end of 1864.” By April 25, 1864, food shortages in Richmond persuaded President Jefferson Davis to transfer some government departments to South Carolina, where food was more plentiful.54


The crisis’s causes were readily apparent. Before the war, the South had depended heavily on trade with the North and England, but the Union naval embargo had closed nearly every Southern port. Formerly, cotton was the South’s trade currency, but with farmers urged to plant food crops instead, cotton had been marginalized. The fighting had taken hundreds of thousands of acres of good Virginia farmland out of production, and the loss of Vicksburg in July 1863 stopped shipments of meat and sugar from Louisiana and Texas.


The food that did reach Virginia came from the Deep South or the Shenandoah Valley, having to negotiate a rickety railway system that lacked even a uniform track gauge. On the overburdened rail lines, freight trains carrying food had to give way to troop trains and weapons and ammunition shipments. Sometimes the food rotted on sidings; when it did manage to complete the gantlet, the Rebel armies—100,000 troops within just a day’s ride of Richmond—had first claim on it, followed by the civilians, who paid exorbitant prices. The dregs went to the Yankee prisoners locked up in the Richmond warehouses and on the cruelly misnamed Belle Isle in the James River, where they died by the dozens every day of starvation, exposure, and disease.55


In 1864, the Confederate government, feeling pinched in nearly every respect, was compelled to adopt unpopular measures in order to continue the war. To address the food shortage, government agents were sent into the countryside to appropriate food from farmers, paying market prices. In February, the Confederate Congress extended an 1863 tax that was universally loathed, and expanded the pool of draft-eligible men.


The new draft law lowered the minimum age by one year to seventeen, and raised the maximum age from forty-five to fifty, while ending most exemptions, abolishing substitutions, and extending enlistments until the war ended. Despite these urgent measures, during the first four months of 1864 the Confederacy raised just 15,820 conscripts to replace its losses during 1863, when it was at the zenith of its military strength. On April 30, the Confederate Bureau of Conscription reported that the South’s pool of available fighting men was “nearly exhausted” and “necessity demands the invention of devices for keeping in the ranks the men now borne on the rolls.”56


JEFFERSON DAVIS, THE Confederacy’s stern, iron-willed president, was a man of principle, delicate health, and ascetic tastes. His greatest flaw was his absolute belief that no Confederate general, Robert E. Lee excepted, was as visionary a military strategist as he. Davis jealously guarded his prerogatives as commander-in-chief, refusing to cede his authority over all Rebel armies, even after Braxton Bragg’s appointment as titular general-in-chief.


While Bragg attended to the army’s logistical and manpower needs, and the defense of Richmond, Davis remained the Confederacy’s principal strategist. He also tightly controlled the compartmentalized Confederate army, divided into a half-dozen “departments”—changing as needs arose and receded, and rarely acting in concert. Lee’s Department of Northern Virginia was one of them. In actuality, Davis was Grant’s strategic antagonist on the grand scale, while Lee was his strategic and tactical adversary in northern Virginia.


The foundation for Davis’s military conceit consisted of a single command that he had held during the Mexican War, when his Mississippi regiment retrieved the day at Buena Vista in 1847, and four years as secretary of war during the Franklin Pierce administration. As commander-in-chief, Davis second-guessed his generals, and sometimes favored mediocre but loyal commanders—Bragg chief among them—over better ones, such as P. G. T. Beauregard and Joseph Johnston, whom he intensely disliked.


Davis micromanaged the Confederate government with the same obsessive attention to detail. Working day and night, he performed tasks that should have been left to subordinates in the belief that only he could do them properly. And with James Seddon in poor health, Davis had also become the Confederacy’s de facto war secretary.


Never wildly popular, by 1864 Davis had sunk further in his countrymen’s estimation. Casualties, food shortages, the tightening Federal blockade, and no hope of European intervention had turned a growing number of Southerners against Davis; they blamed him for everything that was going wrong and complained that he had assumed dictatorial powers. The states’ governors bridled at his directives and sometimes ignored them. Although the thin-skinned president was stung by the criticism, he rarely admitted fault and did not change.


As Davis readied his armies for the enemy offensives expected that spring, he declared April 8 to be a national day of humiliation, fasting, and prayer. The South’s hardships had become fuel for a great firestorm of religious devotion, especially in the army, where brigades gathered for daily prayer meetings and nightly sermons. Even in cold weather, before chapels were built at the Confederate encampments, “these soldiers would come in crowds, many of them barefooted to our outdoor meetings,” wrote chaplain John Jones.


There were revivals in thirty-two of the Army of Northern Virginia’s thirty-eight brigades; thousands of soldiers became eager converts. Another minister described the gatherings as having “all the primitive simplicity with which we are accustomed to think of John the Baptist, of Christ, and of the apostles, as standing in the midst of dense crowds and speaking to as many as could get near enough to hear anything. . . . I freely confess, that it far surpasses anything I ever expected to realize.” David Holt, a soldier in the 16th Mississippi, wrote, “We had more church services that winter [1863–1864] than we had during the whole war put together.”


Southerners believed that if they would only obey God’s laws, the Confederacy would triumph, a sentiment that inspired Robert E. Lee’s general order following the defeat at Gettysburg: “We have sinned against Almighty God. We have forgotten his signal mercies, and have cultivated a revengeful, haughty, and boastful spirit. We have not remembered that the defenders of a just cause should be pure in His eyes. . . . God is our only refuge and our strength. Let us humble ourselves before him.”


In announcing the April 8 national fasting and prayer day to his army, Robert E. Lee again counseled humility, “asking through Christ the forgiveness of our sins, beseeching the aid of the God of our forefathers in the defence of our homes and our liberties, thanking Him for His past blessings, and imploring their continuance upon our cause and our people.”


General John Gordon wrote that the Confederate soldiers committed themselves to God’s protection and guidance, and “hopefully and calmly awaited the results of the coming battle.” “Why should we doubt?” asked Ted Barclay, an officer in the Stonewall Brigade, if the Rebels believed their cause “to be a just one and our God is certainly a just God.” Perhaps by declaring a day of religious observance, Davis hoped to bend God’s will to the South’s advantage.


Meanwhile, the newspapers exhorted the Southern people to fight on, to never give in. The Federals wish “to rob us of all we have on earth, and reduce our whole population to the condition of beggars and slaves,” warned the Richmond Dispatch. The Charleston Daily Courier accused Union troops of burning homes, the murder of “gray-headed men and nurslings . . . and, in a word . . . every possible deed of baseness, cowardice and cruelty. . . . Who would not rather die than consent to live again under the shadow of their hateful flag?”57


THE PRAYERS AND fear-mongering were signs that the soaring optimism of 1863 was gone, dashed by the defeats at Vicksburg, Gettysburg, and Chattanooga, and Stonewall Jackson’s death. Scarcely more uplifting was Jefferson Davis’s Third Message to Congress of May 2, although understandably so: only the day before, Davis had buried his five-year-old son, Joseph, as more than 1,000 children joined the procession from St. Paul’s Episcopal Church to Hollywood Cemetery. The president’s favorite child was climbing on a balcony railing at the Executive Mansion on April 30 when he lost his balance and fell twelve feet onto a strip of granite. A servant found the unconscious boy, blood pouring from his mouth and nose. All that night, Davis paced alone beside his son’s body in his study, moaning, “Not mine, O Lord, but thine,” while his wife Varina screamed away the hours of darkness.58


Davis’s annual message to the Confederate Congress—it would be his last—was brief and cheerless. “It is enough for us to know that every avenue of negotiation is closed against us: that our enemy is making renewed and strenuous efforts for our destruction,” wrote Davis. No help could be expected from Europe. Meanwhile, enemy armies resorted to “plunder and devastation of the property of non-combatants, destruction of private dwellings and even edifices devoted to the worship of God, expeditions organized for the sole purpose of sacking cities”—alluding to the punitive expeditions against Jackson and Meridian, Mississippi, in 1863. Davis attempted to mitigate the bad news by citing some recent battlefield successes, all minor, and reminding Congress that Confederate armies in north Georgia and northern Virginia still barred the Yankees’ path. “And our generals, armies and people are animated by cheerful confidence.”59
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Friday, April 29, 1864 Near Gordonsville


LIEUTENANT GENERAL JAMES Longstreet’s veterans carefully polished their newly issued Enfield rifles and cartridge belts, and greased and shined their shoes and boots and their brass buttons and belt buckles. A dress review, the first in nearly two years, was scheduled. General Lee, their revered leader, was coming to inspect them. A week earlier, the corps had returned to Virginia after a hard winter in Tennessee. It was now camped in a broad valley near Gordonsville.


The First Corps had been absent eight months from Lee’s army—sent to north Georgia in September 1863 to reinforce Braxton Bragg’s army. Together, Longstreet and Bragg had smashed the Union General William Rosecrans’s army at Chickamauga and besieged Chattanooga. When Grant broke the siege by capturing Missionary Ridge and Lookout Mountain, Longstreet and his corps were more than 100 miles away, attempting to dislodge Burnside from Knoxville. For the First Corps, Knoxville was the beginning of months of unproductive operations in east Tennessee.


While Lee was watching the enemy making obvious preparations for an offensive, he had lobbied Jefferson Davis for the return of his best fighting unit, led by the ruggedly built Dutchman whom Lee affectionately called his “War Horse” (a nickname Longstreet disliked). Davis had consented to send Longstreet back to Lee with two of his three divisions—George Pickett’s remained detached for Richmond’s defense—or about 10,000 men. Leaving Tennessee was agreeable to “Old Pete,” as Longstreet’s men sometimes called him. He had soured on Tennessee after months of tactical futility, and clashes with Generals Evander Law and Lafayette McLaws—whom he had arrested or court-martialed for questioning his orders.


Ten miles to the northeast, at Orange Court House, were the encampments of the Army of Northern Virginia’s two other army corps: the late Stonewall Jackson’s Second Corps, now led by Richard Ewell, and Ambrose Powell Hill’s Third Corps. With Longstreet’s return, Lee had 66,000 men, including cavalry and artillery. “We have more men here now than we ever had had before, and they are all in high spirits,” wrote Francis Marion Whelchel of Cobb’s Legion of the First Corps.


A few days earlier, Longstreet’s men had received new rifles and uniforms and, for once, plentiful rations. The veteran soldiers were thrilled that Lee was coming from his headquarters at Orange Court House for what would be Lee’s last troop review.


Lee rode Traveller to a knoll overlooking the broad valley of rich pasture-land. A thirteen-gun salute boomed a welcome as “the general reins up his horse, & bares his good gray head, & looks at us & we shout & cry & wave our battleflags,” wrote Longstreet’s artillery commander, Brigadier General Edward Porter Alexander.


The men shrieked their Rebel yells and flung their hats into the air as their regimental bands played “Hail to the Chief.” Lee rode along the lines, and then the regiments marched in review.


“There was no speaking, but the effect was that of a military sacrament, in which we pledged anew our lives,” wrote Alexander.


Chaplain William E. Boggs of the 6th South Carolina asked Colonel Charles Venable of Lee’s staff: “Does it not make the general proud to see how these men love him?”


Venable replied, “Not proud; it awes him.”60


THE CONFEDERATE ARMY’S most impressive man, Lee was also one of its most aggressive. Lee was a bona fide Virginia aristocrat, but beneath the veneer of cavalier dignity—silver hair, granite integrity—beat the heart of a brawler. Lee longed to attack and destroy the enemy. Disappointed when Meade had withdrawn from Mine Run without a fight in early December, Lee had exclaimed to his generals, “I am too old to command this army; we should never have permitted these people to get away.” Alexander wrote that Lee possessed “phenomenal audacity.”


Lee’s instinct for offensive warfare had exacted a high toll on the Army of Northern Virginia: by one modern estimate, 81,000 casualties between his promotion to field command in June 1862 through Mine Run, with especially heavy losses at Malvern Hill, Antietam, Chancellorsville, and Gettysburg. But no one in the South, much less the army, uttered a word of complaint, because at the outset of this fourth year of war, Lee was the South’s great, last hope; no one in the South was more revered than Robert E. Lee.


His army had beaten McClellan, Pope, Burnside, and Hooker, and it had stopped Meade. His appearance on a battlefield inspired hardened combat veterans to reckless valor. “Lee stood before [Grant] with a record as military executioner unrivalled by that of any warrior of modern times,” wrote General John Gordon.61


Superficially, Lee and Grant could not have been more dissimilar. The Lees were a First Family of Virginia. Robert’s father, “Light Horse Harry” Lee, was a Revolutionary War hero; his father-in-law, George Washington Parke Custis, was George Washington’s adopted son. Lee himself was an enigmatic man of stiff dignity—a devout Christian who strictly followed the rules. At West Point, he had graduated second in his class and without a single demerit, a rare achievement.


Grant was a tanner’s son, and a rumpled, sometimes even shabby-looking man. His passage through West Point was littered with demerits, and he finished in the bottom half of his class. While raised as a Methodist, he was not devoutly religious like Lee, an Episcopalian.


Yet Lee and Grant were alike in important ways: both were highly intelligent, self-confident men who preferred attacking to defending, and who were gifted in using topography to their advantage. Lee was more excitable than the imperturbable Grant, but both thrived in emergencies, issuing orders rapidly.62


Lee’s soldiers and officers did not really know what to think of Grant, but it seemed that everyone had an opinion about him. Among enlisted men, George Nichols of the 61st Georgia said Grant had a reputation as “a terrible ‘bull-dog,’ and that he never turned loose.” Lee’s officers were not as impressed. “He will find, I trust, that General Lee is a very different man to deal with,” wrote Lieutenant Colonel Walter Taylor, Lee’s adjutant. He predicted that Grant “will shortly come to grief if he attempts to repeat the tactics in Virginia which proved so successful in Mississippi.” Longstreet’s artillery commander, Alexander, was confident that no matter what Grant did, “we simply could never be driven off a battlefield.”
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